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In October, leaders from 49 Indian tribes in Central America met with members of the Central
American Parliament (PARLACEN) and other government officials for the first regional conference
on indigenous rights. PARLACEN leaders agreed to work with the tribes to push local governments
to promote the development of indigenous communities and uphold international treaties that
protect Indian rights, particularly Covenant 169 of the UN International Labor Organization (ILO).
The summit, held in Honduras Oct. 13-14, was organized by the Consejo Indigena Centroamericano
(CICA), PARLACEN, and the government Human Rights Commission in Honduras. The conference,
titled "The State and Indigenous Rights in Central America," marked the first time government
officials from all the Central America countries met in a conference with regional Indian leaders
to discuss indigenous concerns and the effect of state policies on Indian communities. "We view
this event as the start of a new relationship between indigenous people and the state, allowing
us to analyze jointly and propose solutions to the problems faced by our communities," said
CICA president Maria de los Angeles Loaisiga. "We hope it leads to the decolonization of state-
indigenous relations, ending the exploitation and marginalization of our people."
Indian and government representatives from all seven isthmian countries including Panama and
Belize attended the summit. There are about 7.5 million Indians in Central America, representing
nearly 24% of the region's 32 million inhabitants. By far the largest indigenous population is in
Guatemala, where Indians represent almost 60% of the country's 10 million inhabitants. PARLACEN
will press local governments to uphold Covenant 169 A point of consensus at the summit was that,
despite an array of laws, agreements, and treaties that have been signed or decreed by the Central
American governments in recent years, very little legislation protecting Indian rights is enforced.
"Regional governments must carefully consider whether domestic and international conditions
will permit them to act on legislation," said Jose Del Val Blanco, president of the Instituto
Interamericano Indigenista, during his address to the conference. "It is irresponsible to keep
drawing up mechanisms that on paper seem like a lot, but in practice are impossible to carry out.
There are too many cases in which lofty goals are never even remotely reached."
Although specific experiences of tribes throughout the region were reviewed, the delegations
focused on Covenant 169 as the most important legislation pending approval and implementation
by the Central American governments. The covenant guarantees sweeping protection for the rights
of Indian communities, including respect for indigenous territories, legal recognition for the political
and judicial institutions and practices of tribes, and state guarantees that cultural and linguistic
heritage will be protected.
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At the close of the summit, PARLACEN agreed to lobby for ratification of Covenant 169 among the
four governments that have yet to approve the treaty Belize, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Panama. It
also agreed to press those governments that have ratified the treaty to put it into practice. Honduras,
for example, ratified the pact in 1994 and registered its approval at the ILO's offices in Geneva
in 1995, but it has yet to present an official report on the advances and obstacles in applying the
treaty, which it was obligated to do in 1996. Meanwhile, the Confederacion de Pueblos Autoctonos
de Honduras (CONPAH), which participated in the summit, accuses the Honduran government
of reneging on most of its obligations, particularly the clauses regarding respect for indigenous
territories.
In addition to promoting Covenant 169, PARLACEN also agreed to act as an intermediary between
CICA and the isthmian governments to foment a "permanent dialogue" between the state and
local Indian communities. Indian communities mobilize to press rights around region Although
the conference marked the first regional meeting between state officials and indigenous leaders,
in recent years indigenous communities in Central America have attempted to unite to press
governments to respect their rights.
During the conference, the tribes unanimously endorsed CICA as the official representative for
Indians in all regionwide affairs. The effort to unify reflects a reinvigoration of Indian communities
in all the Central American countries, where new Indian organizations have formed and many tribes
have begun to mobilize much more aggressively. Perhaps the greatest progress has been achieved in
Guatemala, where Mayan organizations have had novel success in lobbying government institutions
to respect the rights of the indigenous majority.
In addition to an impressive network of grassroots organizations that has formed around the
country, Indian groups have mobilized to participate in local and national elections, enabling Indian
leaders to win seats in Congress and some local offices in the last general elections in 1996. For the
first time in the country's history, an Indian was elected mayor of Quezaltenango, the country's
second largest city and an industrial hub in the western highlands. Perhaps more important, the
country is now gripped in a national debate regarding implementation of clauses in Covenant 169
that mandate governments to allow Indian communities to apply their own justice system when
dealing with crimes in their villages.
"The community tribunals have always existed," said Valentin Tabico, leader of the Asociacion
Guatemalteca de Alacaldes y Autoridades Indigenas, during a recent conference in Guatemala.
"The Indian communities confide in their elders, who exercise the role of judges. The elders
enjoy a level of credibility and moral leadership that is not experienced in any other part of the
Guatemalan judicial system, and that helps to maintain peace in the Indian communities." In
Panama and Nicaragua, Indian communities have organized to block private companies from
initiating logging and mining operations in their territories (see EcoCentral, 07/18/96, 10/24/96,
01/23/97, 04/03/97, 07/17/97). And, in Nicaragua, a new movement formed this year in the southern
region of the Atlantic Coast to unite Miskitos, Sumos, Creoles, and other local ethnic groups. The
new organization- -Movimiento Indigena al Rescate (MIRE) aims to promote Indian leaders as
candidates for office in the next elections.
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Protests by Honduran Indians turn militant
Finally, in Honduras, Indian groups organized a series of protests this year to demand that the
government protect their territorial rights. In recent years, 39 Indian leaders have been killed
in disputes with wealthy, non-Indian landowners (see EcoCentral, 05/29/97 and 08/21/97). Last
month, the protests took a militant turn. On Oct. 12, Columbus Day, the Comite de Organizaciones
Populares Indigenas (COPIN) led hundreds of Indians in a march that culminated in a rally in
downtown Tegucigalpa, where the demonstrators tore down a six-foot statue of Christopher
Columbus, broke off the head and hands, and doused the pieces with blood. "We are condemning
the Spanish conquest," COPIN leader Candido Martinez told reporters. "We're proud to have torn
down this statue because it represents genocide, the invasion, the loss of land, of lives, of indigenous
cultures."
Since the event, thousands of Indians have marched in demonstrations in the capital to protest
the government's decision to arrest and prosecute the leaders of the Oct. 12 rally. In one protest
on Oct. 29, some 500 Indians attempted to erect a statue of the Indian leader Lempira who led a
revolt in Honduras against the Spanish conquest in the place where they had toppled the statue
of Columbus. Riot police, however, broke up the protest before they could hoist the figure of
Lempira in place. "We have no reason to erect monuments to Columbus when the Spaniards
assassinated millions of Indians," said COPIN leader Jose Sierra. "It's offensive that in Honduras
it's not permitted to put up a statue of Lempira, a national hero who fought against the Spanish
invasion." [Sources: Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 07/08/97, 10/11/97; Inforpress Centroamericana
(Guatemala), 10/24/97; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 10/27/97; Notimex, 09/18/97, 10/10/97, 10/11/97,
10/13/97, 10/14/97, 10/29/97; Reuter, 10/12/97, 10/14/97, 10/16/97, 10/27/97, 10/29/97, 11/12/97; Inter
Press Service, 11/12/97, 11/13/97; Agence France-Presse, 11/14/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 10/13-
16/97, 10/21/97, 10/30/97, 10/31/97, 11/18/97]
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